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Abstract
Teachers use Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) with different 
meanings and definitions, thus, their own concept of what it actually 
means differs from one teacher to another.  These differences confuse 
teachers about their goals, leading to negative effects on their students’ 
achievement.  This paper reviews the meaning of CLT, focusing on its 
historical background, significance in language teaching, and learners’ 
perceptions about CLT.
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What is CLT? 
　 The definition of “communicative language” in Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT) in The Longman Dictionary of Language Teaching and 
Applied Linguistics is “an approach to foreign or second language teaching 
which emphasizes that the goal of language learning is communicative 
competence and which seeks to make meaningful communication and language 
use a focus of all classroom activities” (Richards & Schmidt, 2002, p. 90).
Communicative competence is the capability of dealing appropriately with 
formal and informal language formats.  It does not only apply to the language 
and its different elements, but to the target language’s culture and society of 
origin as well (Savignon, 2001; Liao, 2000a; Littlewood, 1984).
Language and culture are not independent, but tightly integrated (Liao, 2000a 





& 2000b; Paulston, 1984).  The communicative language learner should 
understand how native speakers of the target language talk and act (Savignon, 
2001).
CLT, therefore, can be defined as a teaching approach (Richards & Rodgers, 
2001) that uses various methods and techniques (Richards, 2006) aimed at 
improving learners’communicative competence for a meaningful communication 
in the target language (Richards & Rodgers, 2001; Savignon, 2002).
How did CLT start? 
　 In the mid-twentieth century, a teaching approach called “Audiolingualism” 
(ALM) became popular.  ALM consists of repetition, imitation, and 
reinforcement.  It is marked by memorizing dialogues and practicing sentence 
patterns, usually through drills that required learners to imitate and repeat 
what their teacher said (Lee & VanPatten, 2003; Liao, 2000b; Galloway, 1993).
Early CLT emerged in the 1970s in the field of language acquisition.  CLT came 
as a result of teachers’ dissatisfaction with the current teaching methods for 
foreign languages that included, but were not limited to, ALM and the 
Grammar Translation Method (GTM).  Teachers believed that students would 
not be able to communicate successfully by learning through these traditional 
teaching methods (Lee & VanPatten, 2003; Liao, 2000b; Galloway, 1993).
The sudden emergence of CLT without adequate preparation for language 
teachers caused confusion (Fattah & Saidalvi, 2019).  Teachers strived to 
modify their teaching methods, but maintained their traditional centered roles 
in the classroom and associated communication with repetitive conversations; 
thus, learning was viewed as a kind of drill with limited interaction (Lee & 
VanPatten, 2003; Liao, 2000b; Galloway, 1993).
How do you create a CLT class? 
　 CLT teachers should create an active learning environment where learners 
do most of the talking to freely deliver their own messages and use the 
language to communicate with real people in real situations (i.e., interviews or 
workshops) (Tiedt, Tiedt, & Tiedt, 2001; Savignon, 1997).  Such authentic 
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communication should help learners actively engage in clarifying meanings for 
each other even while their skills are still developing.  In other words, they 
learn to communicate through communication (Larsen-Freeman, 1986; Cook, 
1991).
Teachers should also use dif ferent assessment tools to measure learners’ 
progress, such as portfolios, observations, peer-assessments, interactive 
presentations, self-assessments, etc., with lots of feedback (Elmetaher, 2021).
To conclude, in CLT classes, teachers are not evaluated based on what they do 
in the classroom but rather by what they let their students do (Golub, 1994).
What are learners’ perceptions of CLT? 
　 Elmetaher (2009) investigated the extent to which CLT might help foreign 
language learners in developing their oral communication skills.  The class was 
conducted in Honolulu, Hawaii, USA, with 10 participants and six observers in 
six one-hour classes over two weeks.  Post-surveys were administered to elicit 
participants’ opinions about CLT.  Participants appreciated the CLT and 
emphasized that their oral communication skills had been developed.  Below 
are some of their statements.  Participant B writes: 
I know almost nothing when I began this course.  Now I know some useful 
phrases and the numbers.  Although I made many mistakes and still have not 
mastered everything presented in the class, I came to understand a great deal 
that the teacher spoke and I myself was able to produce language independently 
and my answers understandable to both teacher and fellow students.
Participant D emphasizes her improvement in the target language: “Yes, I feel 
I have got new knowledge in....  listening and speaking.  By using this 
knowledge, I can speak more fluently than before as well as listening more 
clearly than before.” Moreover, Participant E agrees with the above comment: 
I feel I have learned great deal in a very short time. .... I can count, introduce 
myself, and ask for basic food items.  The class was very effective in that the 
80
Hosam ELMETAHER
instructor employed a variety of techniques...  I felt encouraged to speak despite 
my horrible pronunciation.
Participant C comments: “The living language has been presented very vividly 
through the communicative activities and I think I will remember and also has 
more capable of productive use due to the focus on the spoken language.” 
Participant F clarifies: 
The teacher organized very well and he was able to make lots of activities which 
enabled us to have great interactions between cultures, between individuals and 
individuals…Yes, definitely, there were lots of activities which enabled everyone 
to participate.  We had lots of communication....  Actually, we played as well as 
studying.
Participant E showed his interest in the communicative activities by writing, “I 
most enjoyed the group activities where I spoke with other students.  Knowing 
that other students were also experiencing difficulty with pronunciation I felt 
less pressure.” Participant F clarified the value behind these activities by 
adding, “When I worked with a par tner and in a group, I had a lot of 
opportunities to speak.” Participant J sums it up with, “The communicative 
approach that has been done is fit with what I need.”
Conclusion
　 With a belief that there is no best teaching method suitable for everyone 
(Prabhu, 1990) and the fact that some teachers still believe in the value of 
traditional teaching methods with highly structured activities (Gatbonton & 
Segalowitz, 2005), CLT has been widely accepted by many language teachers 
and learners as an effective teaching approach (Thompson, 1996; Elmetaher, 
2009).  Indeed, it is an approach that learners should experience from an early 
age (Jones & Wang, 2001), especially it is not owned by anyone or any nation. 
It is a result of a universal effort in both theoretical and applied sciences 
(Savignon, 1997).
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